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Pashto poetry is the natural product of a 
culture with a rich and vigorous oral tradi- 
tion, While its early remnants are minimal 
(although scholars are hoping for further dis- 
coveries as literary criticism advances), even 
these fragments reveal the powerful imagery 
and creative style that still predominates 
centuries later despite the refinements of 
other poetic systems, Pashto poetry was, and 
emains, the embodiment of the vital tribal 
spirit of a proud and resourceful people, 


ANCIENT PERIOD: ? To 600 ۰ 


No documentation of its development 
exists, for when Pashto poetry first appears 


on the literary horizon at the beginning of 


the Islamic era, it already evidences a high 
state of maturity, an evaluation which a 
reading of those pure, flowing verses which, 
fortunately, have come down to us from 
that period immediately confirms. The ear- 
liest known Pashto poetic work dates form 
the second century Hegra and is attributed to 
second century Hegra and is attributed to 
Amir Kror, a Ghori chieftain. His poetry, 
then, inaugurates the so-called Ancient Pe- 
riod, which extends URS. 600 H. 


During these early centuries, Pashto poe- 
try was lucid, natural in form, free and 


melodious of verse, and exhibited relatively 
little of the influence of foreign cultures. 
It gaves expression to heroic epics, paeans 
of praise of family ánd tribe, and hyrüns 
of love of God as thé creator of the universe 
—in short, topics with which the first poetry 


of every people has dealt. 
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Our first recorded poet, Amir Kror, son of 
Amir Polad Suri, became the Amir of Manesh 


of Ghcr in 139 H., taking the title "Jahan 
Pahlawan" (Hero of the Worla). His epic 
poem, 5 included in the Book of Pashto 


poets “Pota Khazana" (The Hidden 
"Treasure), and we note here its first and last 
stanzas: 


I am a lion; | 
In this world exists no hero greater than [ 


Not in India, nor in Sind, nor in Tukhar, 
nor in Kabul, 
Not even in Zabul 
Does anyone surpass my strength, 
The high mountains obey me without 
delay; 
This world is mine indeed, 
. My name is eulogised from the pulpits, 
For the days, the nights, the months, and 


(he years 
Have seen mo greater hero than I, 


Single poems have also come down to us 
from a Loyak ruler of Ghazna and Gardez 
in 168 H, and also from Abdul Mohammad 
Hashim Sarwani (229-297 H.) the son of 
Zaid Sarwani, although his was only 3 Pa- 
shto iranslation of an Arabic poem by Ibn 
Khallad. Other ancient poems from two mem- 
bers of the ruling Lodi dynasty of Multan 
date back to the fourth century Hegra when 
Sheikh Razi, the nephew of Sheikh Hamid, 
the first king of the dynasty, was preach- 
ing jslam in the Suleiman Mountains, Razi 
sent a Pashto poem to Naser, Hamid's suc- 


` cessor, who replied in kind—a type of poetic 
۱ exchange known in Pashto as “parki”. 


Sheikh Baitni, called the great-grandfather 
of the Afghans, also lived and wrote during 
this period. This patriarch, believed to be the 
progenitor of the Ghilzai tribe, made his ho- 
me within the Suleiman Mountains, about 


which he writes: 


: Almighey, O Almighty, 


Everywhere in your love 
Stand the mountains clad in grandeur. 
Al! creatures bow before you, 


ë °` As have we, here, at the foot of these 
ee nNoUuntaing | 

WE Pitched our tents. 

x: ۱ O God! increase the number of this peo- 
EA 315.7 2 ple; 

B Almighty, O Almighty, 

E ; ۱ ‘smail, son of Baitni, and Khrashaboor, 
x gon of Sarban, both members of this ancestr- 
ie al family, were also poets of this period. 

—  — After 400 H. however, the influence of 


` the Khorasani-Islamic culture made itself felt 
. on Pashto literature, most notably through 


a ` the ccurt of Sultan Mahmud at Ghazni, and 
EI rai the seeds of change were planted which were 
P to bloom so fruitfully during the Middle 
mE. Period. 

r. 

"E. - During this transitional period, the Suri 
E E^ dynasty. of Ghor ruled the heart of Afgha- 
ore S am from its court in Ahangaran, When, 
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Colection of Poems by Khoshal Afghan 
Script: Pushto, Nastalig 


Paper: Khokandi 
Scribe: Unknown 
Year: 1142 


in 405 H., its leader Amir Mohammad Suri 
was improsoned after an attack by Mahmood 
of Ghazni and subsequently poisoned himself 
in despondence, his son Sheikh As'ad (d, 425 
H.) eulegized the former Amir in a poem 
which is still remembered: Also of the same 
court was Khakarandoy Ghori, son of Ahmad- 


i Kotwal, who lived in Ghor around 580 H., 
and euiogized the conquests of Sultan Mui- 
zuddin Ghori, the second conqueror of India 


after Sultan Mahmood, Both poems rank high 


in Pashto literature, and their fluency and 


imagery compare favorably with the work 
of such Dari poets of the Ghaznavid court as 


Unsari and Farrukhi, 


Other. poets include Sheikh Theiman, who 
lived around 550 H.; Malikyar Gharsheer, 
who wrote one of the great  Pashto  epics 


while campaigning in India in 580 H. with 


Su'tan Muizuddin Ghori; Taimani, who lived 


.4n Ghor around 580 H. and eulogized Sultan 
. Giasudain Ghori; ard a famous saint, Qutbu- 
ddin, son of Ahmad Alias Bakhtayar, who 


lived in Delhi around 600 H. 


` Malikyar Gharsheer, lived in the Tarnak 
valiey of Zabulistan. In one of his Lyrics he 


has addressed the river Tarnak, complaining 
of separation : gs 


The Tarnak is flowing, 

If flowing from bank to bank, 
Where stands my heart 
Yearning stand my heart 
PSO river O river, — 

AOD river, Tarnak, 

-~ May God thus parch your flow 
-~ And grant my heart 


Love's union, 
` Take my message, 
0 bright moon, 
ay | And tell her that the Tarnak's flood 


- Deprives me of her kiss, 
HD an cry out—where is Hotak? 
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` For Malikyar is languishing, 
Separated from his love; 
Let him reach her side, 


MIDDLE PERIOD: 600 to 1000 H. 


The Middle Period, which begins in 600 H 
was typified by the entrance of mysticism 
and religious thought into the sphere of oes 


tic concern. Oneness of God, divine beauty 
and man’s spiritual position in nature be. 
` came themes for the versifiers, and Persian 
mystics were also translated at this time in 
this regard. 


Then, around 618 H., came the hordes of 
Gherghiz Khan with the resulting wake of 
destruction which sent the Pashtoon nation 
into refuge in, the mountain fastnesses, Un- 
derctandably, the poetry of the next several 
centuries bespeaks a spirit of resistance, a 
resolve to struggle against the aggressors, and 
a determination to save and protect the mo- 
therland and the national honor, These are 
the themes most readily associated with Pa- 
shto poetry today, although this era also saw 
moral, romantic, and lyric poetry secure its 
place in the Pashto poetic pantheon, Poetry 
of the Middle Period was generally limited 
to qasida, mansnavi, and some special melo- 
dic forms. 


The most famous poets of the period were 
Sheikh Mati (623-688 H.), son of Abas of the 
Ghoriakhel and a poet of aesthetics, Baba 
' Hotak (661-740 H.), who spent his life in 

and the Tarnak valley leading the people aga- 





inst یت‎ Khan' s successors and a sharing 
= $: an epic poem urging young men to the front 
¬ lines to preserve the motherland; his son 
Sheigh Malikyar Hotak (b 715 H.); and Sul- 
` tan Bahlol Lodi (d. 894 H.), son of Sepahsalar 
_ Malik Kala Lodi, who in 855 H. ascended the 
~ throne of Dehli and established the Royal 
DAI S Lodi dynasty in India to become another of 
the Pashtoon E 


In addition, three women poets were espe- 
cially honored . for, among their other writ- 
` ings, their moral sermons: Zarghoona Kakar 
B ` (e. 900 H.), Mairwan Nekakhta Mamozai (c. 
| i ۱ 960 H 7$ and -Rabia (c. 920 H), The latter 
9 wiote: AS 

| 
| 


hors CIONES pam ۱ 

der : M an was ieget down to ‘garth 

` And burnt inside with flames of sorrow. 
God has created a hell om the face of 
m = *: 3 | he earth 

| E: = وی‎ given it a mame—separation, 


. MODERN PERIOD: 1000 H. to the Present. 
I Es es s 


E d uy in the 1000's H; the modern period 
began, and the lyric, lata anthlogies of 
. hich were collected, gained in importance. 

us sore such verse forms as the rubai', tak- 
۳ is tasdis, tarj'i, and tarkib also became co- 

















er a d include epistomology, selon | 
z P for i : j , satire, legends, and history, while - 
Pa Puts 

be J وب‎ of Persian-language _ poets, 

y in the writing of ghazals or qasida, 

۱ rishe . The mystic spirit prevading the 

5 pha Á—- js in (Persian was transferred to the 
. ghazal. il in | Pashto, and thus, through this and 

E os ۱ patting, Pashto poetry, which 


Pendent . 
in the Ancient and Middle Period 


a more general, Asiatic characte 


tyle 


S, acquireq 
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In the earlier periods, Pashto poetry h ۲ 
3 


e new 
Idealist. 


been touchstoned by realism, While th 
period brought with it traces of 
tnought. The poet, no longer bound to the de. 
monstrable, was released to soar into the em. 
pyrean, attaining supernatural heights and 
peopling his utopia with romance ang love, 
Some of the earlier characteristics were pre. 
served, of course, and the essential integrity 


of Pashto exprssion remained unchanged. 


Within this period, at the beginning of the 
12th century H., a separate school developed 


involving the use of words and interpretati- 


ons from Dari literature of the Indian style. 
And, in effect, several poets of unusual crea- 
tive power and imagination at this time forg- 
ed from their style a distinct branch of Pa. 
shto poetry and literature. 


During the llth and 12th centuries of He- 
gra, the Pashto language was promoted 
strongly, especially under the Hotakis of 
Kandahar and Ahmad Shah the Great, who 
found it most valuable in uniting the people. 
A great school of Pashto epic writers rose 
up to help strengthen the Spirit of resistance 
against colonization by, among others such dy- 
behind the men in this respect, for they must 
nasties as the Moghuls of India and the Safa- 
vids of Pars, Nor did the Afghan women lag 


be numbered among the most effective poets 


hac followed its own fairly inde 
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of this time. ollowing, then, are some of the 
major poetic figures of the Modern Period, 
aiong with samples of their work: 


Khushal Khan Khattak (The Man of Sword 
and Pen) who died in 1100 H., is perhaps 
one of the most widely read and revered of 
the Pashto poets, This warrior-poet, born the 
son of a‘chief of the Khattak tribe living 
between Peshawar and the confluence of the 
` Indus and Kabul Rivers, was at one and the 
same time a poet, writer, scholar, philosopher, 
and soldier. He wrote with unequalled 
vividness in many forms on patriotism, ro- 
riance, morality, social science, etc, and 


in Persian and Hindi as well as in Pashto. He 
struggled long and hard for Afghan indepen- 


dence against India's great emperor Aurang- 
zeb and was imprisoned for many years. 


[. 
At everything I look, I behold that face 


Which, from too much visibility, has be- 


come invisible. 
: Be it mosque or monastery, 
. Both are one-nothing in alien; 


For when I look deeply and with care, 
I find in everything—oneness. 


II. 
| When the flowers bloomed in the garden, 


. . My love came to me, 

_ Though I had vowed to drink no more. 
= Yet she, with her sweet caresses, 
-  — Made me drink again. 
... Now Nauroz and Id have come 
des | And the cup is laughing and the chagha- 
Ne Ps na is weeping. 
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Divan of Rahman Baba 
Author: Abdurahman son of Abdusatar, 1042-1118 A.H. 
Calligrapher: Mullah Wali 
Date: 1225 


Atlee: O Saki, and give me wine; 
It is time to break the vow—my heart 
desires to drink, 


111, : 

I have girthed my sword to Protect the 
honor of the Afghans; 

I am Khushal Khattack, the brave man 
of the age, 


Most of Khushal’s sons, a daughter, ang 
grandsons were also poets and Writers, am. 
ong them was Abdu Kadir Khan (1063-1118 
H.), who followed his father both as chief of 
the clan and as one of its best poets, Ash- 
1af Khan Hijri, son of Khus:hal Khan, was 
captured in 1093 H. During one of his many 


Aighan nationalist thrusts against Aurang. 
zeb. His poetry, which comes for the most 
part from his 10 years’ imprisonment, is ro- 
mantic, moralistic, and patriotic, and is ex- 


pressed as rubai, mukhamas and qit'aa: 


A wise man walks .unconcerned with the 
affairs of this world, 

For.lifes cares are like the wind, 

And its happiness like the mist—forever 
fieeting. 

. O Darvesh! think not my sighs and tears 

are false, 

For the eyes weep only when the heart 

is touched. 


4 free manm, knowing the fickleness of 
` earthly things. 


Bows neither to strength nor wealth, 





See en’ Sha Ç (b. 1140 H.), the grandson 
. of Ashraf Khan and the son of Afzal Khan, 
DEA Cre of the a eee A of Spee po- .- 


| ee QUA a 2۳ of 4000 verses. 
۵ Like Mirza Bedil, a Dari poet of the Indian 

tyle; Shayda used delicate images, meta- 
gh, and similes, and pioneered the bold 


E usage of the Pashto language in artistic styles 
ao which, had previously been ignored. Like 
Eoi Abu Navas, the Arab poet who had been us- 


a ۳1 ing | words and interpretations Írom. Dari, 
UE Shayda introduced the same into Pashto, His 
B us tertile imagination and immense creativity 


D are. obvious. in his: verses: 
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E pa ws Shayda! ahoays fear the tear-stained 
p eye, aeos 
s y 
jj s. . For is it not the drops 0f cloud 
E Which frm. at last, the flood? 
TOR TY š 
£: To AL 
E. D d would not climb the sky with the lasso 
i E 26 f the sun, - 
m uH ` And: I am not, like the dew, a burden 
a M en. ' the flowers, 


E Am Abdu Rakan (1042-1118 H), son of 
pue a Abdul Satar of the Pashtoon Mohamand tri- 


Ee rv. 


RSEN pe; achieved a status closely akin to a nati- 
E onal father among the Afghans, and only 
区 ve E Khushal - ranks higher than he in terms 
Us CE of influence. and greatness, He is called 
; a EI “Baba”, primarily out of Tespect for | 
ev E hk lucid poetry: and profound spiritual thou- ES 


; ‘5 bt. His collection a pos in which lyrics E 
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predominates, is a popular among the Pash- 
toons as is that of Khwaja Hafiz among Dari 
speakers and has been used as a teaching 
text for Afghan women, Dari poets, in their 
Sufist poetry, call love the orbit of the world, 


¿nd Rahman Baba, as a mature Sufi, says: 


God has created this world from the love, 
The father of all creatures. 


Abdul Hamid  Mohmamd (110-1150 H.), 
Kezem Shayda, was a pioneer in the introd- 
uction of the Indian style of Dari literature 
into Pashto poetry. This member of the Ma- 
shukhail tribe of the Mohmand clan, how- 
ever, differed from Shayda in. his champion- 
ing of the Indian style without a correspon- 
dingly heavy reliance on Dari vocabulary; he 
was also more faithful to standard Pashto 
rules of scansion. His stylistic creativity and 
and delicate imagination have secured him a 
seat among the greats of Pashto literature. 


This is not my poem, 

But the blood of a wounded heart, 

Or a soul newly-flown from the dead, 

Or a song half-strangled from a bird, 

Or the beautiful Lyla-riddle of Majnon, 
“Or an ever-swelling river of blood, 


Or an army come afresh from a wond- 
TOUS City. 


Ahmad Shah Abdal; (1135-1186 H.) became 
King of Afghanistan before a national “Loya 
Jerga" in Kandahar in 1160 H. As a conque- 
10r, hig reign extended over present-day Af- 
ghanistan, Khurasan, Punjab, Sind, and 
Kashmir, and he launched nine campaigns in- 
to India, after the last of which, in 1174 H. 


he bestowed Dehli's throne on the Moghul 
King Shah Alam. 








TS rus: à politician, and national persona- 
lity, this son of Zaman Khan and descendent 
of the Sadozai rulers of Herat was also a 
E in both Pashto and Dari, His poetry 
- deals with morality, bravery, patriotism, and 
` love of God, and the thinking and express- 
2 of. Sufism are clearly evident in his 
— — writings, Ever the Islamic conqueror, he 
od RUN ` was also always the Afghan nationalist: 


pr ES SS eÉ 
oe e my native land; All are 人 
Es s usn. the pain of your love; 

3 3 This is why our youth So freely give 
tae “their lives, 
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Indeed, whatever of the world I conquer, 
Ya shall I not forget your beauty; 


| And remembering your lofty mountains, 
A would denounce even Dehli's greatness, 


S > 


woa Kandahari dosis of fhe Kakar tribe 
APA aj s writing. during this time were Pir Moham. 


RAD 


Ms . mad Kakar (b. 1130 H) and Shamsuddin 
WES Eo 


S. Es ` Kakar. Pir Mohammad tutored Ahmad Shah's 


oy HEN 
Cip 


TE .. sons and compiled a collection of 5000 poems, 
35r . completed in 1196 H., which reflects a ma. 

uer T ture, masterful style. Shamsuddir's collection 
EN Y ۳ 7000 lyrics, elegies, quatrains, pentameters, 
rs aS xm ` etc. was completed in 1238 H., and he also au- 


. thored books on religious law and  inheri- 


. tance, His poetry is cached by a warm 
<: sena of e love, 
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a S i x Shah. Husain Hotak ana. 1152 H.) was 
1 uon . given the throne at Kandahar when his bro- 
: ther Shah Mahmud conquered Isfahan, the 
x (hen capital of Persia, Both were the sons 


-of the Afghan national leader Haji Mir Wais 
Khan Hotak. Shah Husain’s court in Kanda- 


3 -har was one of poets and writers: until 1150 
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Spina Herawi, the daughter of Noor 


Mohammad Alikozai, was living description, 
in a masnav id style, of the city's courag- 


eous defense, ranks high among the recent 
Pashto epics. Within the framework of her 
verses, she captures the courage and bravery 
cf the Afghan nationalists with both sensi- 
tivity and passion. 


At the end of the 13th century H., British 
colonialism moved across the subcontinent 
of India and reached the borders of Afghanis- 


tan, leading, subsequently to the First Anglo- 
Afghan War in, 1840 A.D., followed by the 
Second Anglo-Afghan War in 1878 A.D. Both 
wars severely damaged the economic and 
social structures of Afghanistan and hinder- 
ed the development of art and literature. 


Yet during these struggles for freedom and 
national integrity, the Pashto language, parti- 
cularly in poetic form, was an important ve- 
hicle by which the people were united against 
British colonial power, and many poets for 
rallying the people to the holy war were 
composed in the popular language, In effect, 
these epics crystalized the spirit of bravery 
and religious fervour of the Afghan natior. 
Listen to these words from one such epic in 
which an Afghan warrior speaks his heart: 


O single, everlasting, undying God! 

Protect my faith and keep the Farangi 
(the British) from Kabul, 

Except this, I ask no other thing. 





And, as we haves seen earlier in the period,‏ و 
in times of national crisis, Afghan women‏ 
E M E not to be forgotten. In spite of their‏ 
S y eins veiled and in seclusion to all but their‏ 3 
Y confidantes, Afghan women and young girls‏ 
joined their man, in these wars against the‏ ` 
enemy. A popular post describes this as fol-‏ ` 
TOO d‏ ات 


- No one , had seen as much before as even — 


“the edge of their scarves, 

Yet today these girls walk bareheaderl 
on the banks of the Jam Rud, 
Why? Because there is holy war in 
“Kabul. | 


S to hat of the Middle Period, 
then modern Pashto poetry has extedned its 
horizons both topically and stylistically, with 
no diminuation of its natural beauty. It has 
“been characterized by a shift from idealism 
a = do realism, ard in that respect it clearly cap- 
-tures and conveys the prevailing social spirit, 
o: ` Instead of idealizing love itself, as in the 
E. more mystical poetry of the Middle Period, 
D the writers and poets now depict their home ` 
; and the nation as their beloved, 


3 aS Tee f last forty years naye seen a pe- 


3 E An even ‘more ۱ modern ol 
contemporary _. ` posts. in Afgha- 


pistan is presently developing an experim. 
erital style of Afghan poetry. Writing without 
(he old governors of rhyme and meter, this 
group is expressing its new set of progress. 
ive ideas through the medium of free Verse, 
Pushto poetry, then, has a future that promi. 


ses to be as profound and as diversified as 
has been the legacy of its past, 


By A.H. Habibi 
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